Sex differences in carpal tunnel syndrome: comparison of surgical and non-surgical populations.
Carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS) patients are known to show gender-related differences in severity. The main aim of this cross-sectional study was to determine whether these differences between women and men may be related to age, education or body mass index (BMI) in two populations, one with idiopathic CTS not treated surgically and the other with idiopathic CTS treated by surgical decompression. A secondary aim was to check differences in surgical results between the genders in the surgical population. The non-surgical population consisted of 172 subjects (126 women and 46 men, mean age 55.1 years) whose data were obtained at electrophysiological examination. The surgical population consisted of 219 patients (177 women and 42 men, mean age 55.1 years) whose data were obtained before surgery. Age, education, BMI, duration of symptoms, electrophysiological and clinical severity of CTS (with ordinal scales), and the self-administered Boston Questionnaire (BQ) of symptoms and functional status of hands were considered. There were no differences in age or clinical and electrophysiological severity between women and men in either group, except for distal motor latency of the median nerve that was more delayed and duration of symptoms that was shorter in men than women in non-surgical sample. Men had a higher BMI than women. Women had higher BQ scores in the surgical and non-surgical samples. These differences remained when the results were analysed matching the men with an identical number of women of the same age, education and BMI. In the surgical population, the results of surgical decompression did not modify the gender-related differences in severity. As in many other syndromes and diseases, for a given clinical severity, women with CTS were more sensitive than men in reporting their symptoms. Risk factors of CTS, such as age, education and BMI, were not responsible for these differences. The results of surgical decompression were similar in men and women.